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Invitation

oo much of
a good thing

— when virtue
becomes vice

The art of
self-reflection
prevents strengths
from becoming
self-defeating
weaknesses

=

-

David Chan

For The Straits Times

It may be over-exercising, eating a
favourite dish too often or being on
alongboat cruise - we know and
feelit when we have “toomuch ofa
good thing”. Thisis that experience
of something good becoming bad
when the amount is excessive or
when we do too much ofit.

Too much of a desirable thing
that is otherwise enjoyable or
beneficial can end up in unpleasant
experiences, even harmful
consequences. Notjustin exercise,
food and travel, but also in daily
situations. Keep making your
password more complex to
increase security and youend up
having difficulty accessing your
computer. Or think about what
happens when you spend too much
time with your partner.

In these situations, the
unpleasant experience is personal
and immediate, although others
interacting with us may know
about it only later, or if we tell them
aboutit.

But there is another set of actions
that we engage in, with excessive
good becomingbad, which others
see immediately. And they see it
much more clearly than we do, if we
eventually realise it atall. These are
actions we exhibit from having too
much of a positive attribute, ora
positive attitude. Put simply, when
our virtue becomes vice.

POSITIVEATTRIBUTES

BECOMING NEGATIVE

We categorise personal attributes
into good versus bad. We value
self-confidence and discourage
self-doubt. We say be
conscientious, not careless. And we
take pride in courage and despise

i cowardice. But when confidence,
: conscientiousness or courage :
: overflows, we become maladaptive. :

When people are overconfident,

i theyoften do too much. Someone
¢ overconfident about his public

i speaking skills will overestimate

: theaudience’sinterestin what he
i hastosay,and their positive

: impression of his delivery. The

i speech then goes onlonger than

: necessary, offering more

i arguments than needed, with more
¢ illustrations than planned. The

i overconfidence is self-defeating -
: the goal to persuade or awe the

i audience is notachieved. It may

: evenbackfire.

Conscientiousnessis another

! positive attribute we can have too
¢ much of. A conscientious person

: notonlyputsineffort, heattendsto :
i detailsand perseveres despite slow
i orevenno progress. But when

i someone is excessively

¢ conscientious, what should bea

i meticulousactionbecomes

! obsessive-compulsive behaviour.

Andwhen there are good reasons

i tostop, his dogged determination
i topersevere on the same course is
: stubborn behaviour, a failure to

i adapt.

The courage to speak the

: unpleasant truth or speak up

¢ againstunfairnessisapositive

: attribute. Courage isall the more

¢ precious when the cost of speaking
¢ upishigh.

:  Buttoomuch courage hurtsmore :
¢ thanhelps. It can cause someone to
i havelittle or no inhibition in

i expressing and explicating

i whateveris in one’s mind. It

: becomesimpulsivity, maladaptive

i forthrightness and poor situational
i judgmentability.

Now and then, we may be too

i conscientious or too courageous.

! Butitis overconfidence that

: everyone should pay more

i attention to,because it is the most
: prevalent.

OVERCONFIDENCE

: AND OPTIMISM BIAS
Overconfidence is ubiquitous when :
: people make judgments and
¢ decisions.

In numerous studies on

: confidence, conducted in different
i culturesusing diverse tasks,

: participants were asked torate how
i good they think they are, eitherin

: absolute terms or relative to others. : .
: : attitude,who arethe

: peopleinvolved,and how

{ wecandothings better.

Invariably, be it driving skills or

i teaching performance, the results
: showthat the large majority of

: participants — often close to 80 per
i cent - believe they are better than

i the median. This is statistically

: impossible because objectively

: only50 per cent of the sample are
: above the median score.

Research also shows people are

i overconfident about the accuracy

of their forecasts, whether itis

: predicting the stock market
: performance or their firm’s profits.

There isa substantial gap

i betweenwhat people think they

: know and what they actually know.
i Research shows that this

: disconnect between self-beliefand
: realityislarger for people with

: higher academic achievements,

: expertsinvarious fields, and those

: inpositions of authority and power.

Confirmatory biasis the human

! tendencyto selectively seek out

: information to confirmone’s

: preconceived belief or position. If it
: isthe mother of all biases, then

: overconfidence is the father.

Together, these two biases have

: givenbirth toahost of other

: cognitive biases that pervade
: humanjudgmentand

¢ decision-making.

For example, overconfidence

i produces optimism bias. This is the
: tendency to expect positive futures
: regardless of evidence and logic.

: Optimism bias is maladaptive. Itis

i anunrealistic beliefand hope thata
: future outcome will be positive,

: whensucha future is implausible.

: and howto pursueacourse
i ofaction. Itinvolvesasking
: ourselveswhatistheissue
i athand and its practical

i context, whentoapply

: which positive attribute or

Optimism bias in planning can

¢ have serious negative

i consequences. Bad predictions

: and, therefore, decisions canlead

i tolarge investmentlosses,

: underused public infrastructure or
i not-so-smart cities that are not

¢ resilient to cyber-security crises.

: WHEN APOSITIVE

: ATTITUDE IS EXCESSIVE

¢ We canalso be excessive in our

} positive attitudes towards others.

¢ Take trust, for instance. High trust
i canbe mistrust - trusting when we
: should not.

The consequences can be

When trust level is excessively

Contrary to popular discourse on

i trust, distrust — which simply

: meanslow trust - isnotalwaysa

i badthing. But the best antidote to
¢ beingoverly trusting isnot to

: embrace destructive cynicism.
: Byself-reflecting, we figure :

: outwhattodo,andwhen

Instead, develop a healthy

i scepticism.

Thisisamindset of critical

: thinkinglike that of a good scientist
: —rationally questioning

i assumptionsand objectively

: evaluating claims, giving priority to
i factsand evidence.

Another positive attitude that

i canbecome excessive occurs when
: peoplework togetherinateam. We
i usethe term “team player” to

: complimentamember who agrees
: withtherest of the team or

: compromises his position to

: achieve group consensus. And we

Frjer——

callthe one who does not go along
: with the team a disagreeable or
i dogmatic individual.

Normally, an agreeable attitude

: helps team functioning. It

: maintains harmonious relations

i among members and builds group
: cohesion, and these contribute to
: teammorale and performance.

But we know from the research

i onteams, and also many real-life

: examples in business and politics,

i thattoo muchvalue placed on

! agreement and group consensus

i willlead to groupthink. This is the

¢ phenomenon where a highly

: i cohesive team makesbad decisions
¢ disastrous when we have extremely :
: high trustin people who are not

¢ trustworthy, especially when you
! trustnotjustin someone’s

: competence, but also their

: integrityand benevolence when

: theseare absent.

because team members withheld

; dissenting views to go along with
! majority opinion.

In groupthink, members agree

: and donot express a different view
i dueto pressures to conform or

! maintain social harmony.

: i Groupthink happens most often in
: high, we donot question claimsand :
i assumptions, nor ask for facts and

: supporting evidence. And

i transparencyandaccountability

: are not on our mind. All these make
: ushighly vulnerable to exploitation
: when we mistrust manipulative

i characters.

teams that value consensus and

i cohesion. And also when the team
: climate either forces or nudges

i members tokeep quiet, agree with
: theleaderand senior team

i members or express only views :
¢ thatthey think those in power want :
: tohear.

SELF-REFLECT, TAKE

: CONSTRUCTIVE STEPS

i Ifvirtue can become vice,how can
. one take steps to still value virtue

: anddogood?

Clearly, we should not pretend

i thatwe donot have those positive
. attributes and attitudes - that will
: befalse modesty. What we need is
¢ toknow our limits, so that we can
: dobetter with ourvirtues.

Knowing our limits means

i knowing when to stop or pause,

: well before our positive attribute or
i attitude crosses the limitand

: becomes negative. This, however,

i doesnot call formoderation ora

: limiting restraint, like in exercising
: and eating. Instead, what is

: required isaself-reflection process.

By self-reflecting, we figure out
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i whatto do,and when and how to

! pursuea course of action. It

i involvesasking ourselves what is

¢ theissue at hand and its practical
i context,when to apply which

! positive attribute or attitude, who
: thepeople involved are,and how
¢ we cando things better.

For example, the answer to

¢ preventing overconfidence and

: optimism bias is not to moderate by
¢ reducing confidence and optimism.
i We cannot be effective problem

: solversif we encourage self-doubt

i and pessimism, whichare

: themselves maladaptive. Instead,

i self-reflect and take steps to

: behave constructively.

Howmight this processlook like?
Backto my example on

i overconfidence in public speaking
: skills. Unfamiliar with the topic of

i yourspeech? Then planyour

¢ contentand delivery. Humble

; yourselfto seekinput from

¢ knowledgeable others. Remember
: thatyouactually know less than

¢ youthought.

If the topic is familiar, decide

i which key points to share and stick
: tothem during delivery.

Beware of the tendency to

i exhibit your knowledge by bringing
: up more information and

i illustrations than planned.

: Otherwise, youwill find it difficult
i tokeep to the time, disrupting the
! programme and annoying

: everyone. Not only that, your

: well-intended detailed accounts

i may comeacrossas incessant and
: tiresomeatbest,and

i condescendingat worst.

Which is why it is important to

: knowyouraudience. No one likes

! anarrogant speaker, buta

: well-informed and knowledgeable

¢ audience gets mostriledup whenit
i perceives patronising superiority.

+ Evenmore so if its members were

i nottherebyvolition tolisten to you.

Ignorance plus arrogance may

i make one atarget of gossip and the
: buttofjokes. The power of

i negativity bias can amplify the

! criticisms as they multiply. This

: leadsto anegative spiral of

¢ reactionsand evaluations, never

: mindthatsucharesponseis

: objectively unfair to the one

! targeted.

So, put simply, understand

i people’semotions and what they
! may experience,andlearnto see
: things from another’s perspective.

Finally, after each speech, seek

: feedback from people likely to tell

: youthe truth, especially those who
: donotshare your background or

: viewpoints. Spend less time with

i those who agree withyouon

: everything.

We can extrapolate this example
onpublic speaking to other areas

i andvirtues.

Insum, my point in this essay isa

: simple one. It does not matter who

: youare - all of us need to guard

: against the perils of excessiveness.
: Whenwe self-reflectand

i consciously take constructive

: steps,we can prevent the negatives
i thatresult from having too much of
: agood thing.

When we can stop virtue from

becoming vice, then we can

: develop positive attributes and

: attitudes to make a positive

: difference for ourselvesand to the
: lives of others.
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